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Online talking shops
Biologists have been using the
internet as a forum for informal
discussion — in the form of
newgroups — for more than a
decade. If you’re looking for the
answer to a specific question, or
simply want to float an idea with a
group of like-minded people, there’s
bound to be somewhere on the web
you can do it. The challenge is to
find the useful discussions among
the ‘spam’. Two elements that
contribute to a productive online
discussion are a critical mass of
participants and a moderator who
provides direction for the discussion.
The two forms of web-accessible
discussions are newsgroups and
online discussion groups. (A third
form of online interface that allows
real-time discussions, MOOs, has
been discussed previously in this
column: Curr Biol 1996 6:222.)
Newsgroups are free
communication forums that are
available via the electronic bulletin
board network, Usenet. Comments
are submitted by e-mail. By contrast,
online discussion groups are hosted
by particular web sites and discuss
topics relating to features at the
sites. They usually use a browser-
based interface for submitting
messages and sometimes registration
is required to participate.
Newsgroups were previously
accessed through cumbersome
newsreader programs but in the past
couple of years the powerful Deja
News search engine has greatly
simplified newsgroup interactions.
The search engine accesses postings
from more than 50,000 newsgroups.
Searches can be conducted by
newsgroup, keyword, author or date.
A Power Search provides more
options, including displaying results
in threaded format. To post messages
and customize settings using Deja
News, users must register, free-of-
charge, at the site. (Confusingly,
Deja News often refers to
newsgroups as ‘Internet Discussion
Groups’.)
The BIOSCI web site provides
simple, well-organized access to the
collection of more than 100 bionet
newsgroups. Groups are listed
alphabetically by topic and
moderated newsgroups are noted.
Each group has a web page, with
recent messages, an archive of
previous messages and a search
function. They include discussions
about model systems, software,
techniques and employment
opportunities. 
If you want to get into online
discussion groups, you could start
with Forum One, a search engine
that can scan more than 180,000
groups in six languages. A keyword
search tells you the total number of
posts, the date of the most recent
post and whether or not registration
is required to participate. Groups can
also be browsed by category. A more
powerful search interface would
make this site more useful.
For online discussion groups on
topics relevant to young scientists,
particularly career issues, try the
Science’s Next Wave site. A new
discussion is started every two
months or so, by
chosen
participants who
post their views,
and talk evolves
from there. The
quality of
comments is generally high and the
discussions are archived. The site is
searchable but, unfortunately, the
new site design makes browsing
difficult.
At the Cafe Utne Science
Conference, conversations range
from technical issues to science in
the news. It’s part of the Utne
Reader’s extensive online forum site
and is divided into more than 70
different topics. Comments tend to
be serious and thoughtful and the
groups are moderated.
There is a rare opportunity for
teachers and scientists to interact at
Genentech’s Access Excellence site,
which hosts SciTalk. This discussion
group revolves around specific topics
presented by research scientists, who
continue to contribute throughout
the discussion period.
A recent addition to scientific
online discussions is the electronic
journal club. The On-line Journal
Club at the Alzheimer Research
Forum is an exciting example of the
genre. An overview of each paper is
provided by a scientist-moderator.
Unlike a conventional journal club,
a moderated live chat session gives
an opportunity to pose those tricky
questions directly to the authors. A
transcript of the live chat is
provided and a journal club
newsgroup allows follow-up
discussions. The Genetics Journal
Club — sponsored by the National
Center for Genome Resources — is
just getting off the ground but is run
along similar lines.
If you’ve ever had the frustrating
feeling that someone out there must
know the answer to your particular
thorny question, it’s becoming
increasingly easy on the internet to
track them down.
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Deja News http://www.dejanews.com/
BIOSCI Electronic Newsgroup Network for Biology http://www.bio.net/
Forum One http://www.ForumOne.com/
Science's Next Wave http://www.nextwave.org/
Cafe Utne http://www.utne.com/cafe/index.html
SciTalk (Genentech's Access Excellence) http://www.gene.com/ae/LC/ST/
On-Line Journal Club (Alzheimer Research Forum)
http://www.alzforum.org/members/forums/journal/index.html 
Genetics Journal Club (National Center for Genome Resources) http://www.ncgr.org/gpi/jclub/
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